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1. jesus 
through 
the ages 

 
 

 
 

Hebrews 13.8 (NRSV):  
“Jesus Christ is the same  

yesterday and today and forever.” 
Really? 

 
Consider the following passage from Luke. Although it’s a story that can 
also be found in Matthew in a slightly different form, both versions have 
John the Baptizer having second thoughts about whether Jesus is actually 
the Messiah or not. The story portrays John as having lingering doubts. It 
was clear that while John’s ministry called for violence and retribution, 
Jesus’ ministry focused on non-violence and the celebration of God’s reign. 
Maybe John is troubled that what Jesus is doing doesn’t fit with his 
assumptions...  
 
Read Luke 7.18 – 23 
 
Even John the Baptist has doubts. The Jesus of his expectations is not the 
same as the Jesus he sees before him. Today, the same can be said of 
many who have varying degrees of exposure to this remarkable first 
century figure we call Jesus. Trying to sift through all the competing claims 
as to who Jesus was and what his teachings mean for today has left many 
simply throwing up their hands in frustration. It almost seems that Jesus 
has been kidnapped by the Christian Right and discarded by the Secular 
Left. Can he be “saved”? Should he be?  
 
As we embark on the task of wrestling with those questions, we will find 
that history, theology, and the latest scholarship have much to say about 
who Jesus was. “Saving Jesus Redux” will help us determine if the Jesus 
of our expectations can or should be saved. In the course of our time 
together, we’ll discover how we might live our lives in ways that contribute 
to “Saving Jesus” for the 21st Century. 
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A Diversity of Movements 
 
Did you hear the story about the guy that was out for a walk one day? He was 
walking across a bridge and saw a man standing on a ledge, about to jump off. 
So he ran over and said, “Stop! Donʼt do it!” 

“Why shouldnʼt I?” he said. 
“Well, thereʼs so much to live for.” 
“Like what?” 
“Well, are you religious?” 
He said, “yes.” 
“Me too! Are you Christian or Buddhist?” 
“Christian.” 
“Me too! Are you Catholic or Protestant?” 
“Protestant.” 
“Me too! Are you Episcopalian or Baptist?” 
“Baptist.” 
“Wow, me too! Are you Baptist Church of God or are you Reformed 
Baptist Church of God?” 
“Reformed Baptist Church of God.” 
“Me too! Are you Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 1789 or 
Reformed Baptist Church of God, 1915?” 
He said, “Reformed Baptist Church of God, Reformation of 1915.” 
So the man said, “Die, heretic scum!!” And pushed him off the bridge. 

– Emo Phillips 
 
A typical downtown block in any big city might be home to a First Baptist Church 
across the street from a Historic Presbyterian Church around the corner from an 
African Methodist Episcopal Church sharing its facilities with a Metropolitan 
Community Church. From the public political disagreements within national 
denominations to the private pain of squabbles in local congregations, it always 
seems that someone is in the throes of voting over whether to split in two or stay 
and fight it out. And if all the quarrelling and meanness tempts you to wring your 
hands in despair about what Christianity’s come to—don’t. It’s been like this from 
the beginning.  
 
In the New Testament we’re already reading about different movements, all 
claiming to bear faithful witness to Jesus Christ. And certainly there were 
others—even John the Baptist had his own movement. And in the above 
passage from Luke, we have him harboring doubts as to whether Jesus was the 
real deal or not. 
 
We know from discoveries of ancient manuscripts that didn’t make it into the 
Bible that there were other movements based not on the death and resurrection 
of Jesus, but on his life and teachings. Indeed, you might say one of the unique 
things about Jesus as a founding figure is the multitude and diversity of 
movements he inspired.  
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“Let us Gather Shoes Together!” 
 
Another irony is that Jesus didn’t intend to start a new religion, so much as to 
reform certain elements of his own faith tradition. Although it seems ridiculous to 
even have to mention it, it has to be said again and again: Jesus was Jewish. All 
his companions were Jewish. That cannot be overemphasized. They were 
faithful Jews, steeped in the Torah and practiced in the ways of ancient Hebrew 
traditions. You can find precedence for much of what Jesus taught in Hebrew 
Scripture, and throughout his life he was faithful to the spirit (if not the letter) of 
Jewish law.  
 
So you could argue that Jesus—like Martin Luther and John Wesley after him—
didn’t set out to start something new so much as to reform something old. 
Theologian John Cobb says that Jesus “took the Jewish tradition and 
transformed it, developed it in such a way that it became available to the 
Gentiles.” What is startling is just how fast and how many new movements 
sprang from Jesus’ life and teachings and the stories of his death and 
resurrection. 
 
Monty Python’s movie, “The Life of Brian,” follows the life of a hapless peasant 
named Brian. From the day of his birth (on the same block that Jesus was born), 
he is constantly mistaken for the Messiah, and nothing he says or does seems to 
deter those who are determined to follow him. One memorable scene shows how 
people then (and now) seem willing to follow just about anyone. Brian’s disciples 
quickly plunge into a debate over the finer details of following Brian: “Hold up the 
sandal, as He has commanded us!” 
 “It is a shoe! It is a shoe!” 
 “It's a sandal!” 
 “No, it isn't!” 
 “Cast it away!” 
 “Put it on!” 
 “Clear off!” 
 
Ridiculous?  But true. We run around claiming to have the whole truth. We’ve got 
the right way! Believe like us, or else! Turn or burn! It’s the tribal “us vs. them” 
mob mentality deeply ingrained in us. After all, we want to be on the winning 
side.  
 
Undermined by Empire 
 
In 313 C.E., Emperors Constantine and Licinius signed the Edict of Milan, and 
officially ended the persecution of the Christians. Religious toleration was 
granted throughout the Roman Empire and people were free to publically 
practice their beliefs, including Christianity. The Christian faith spread quickly 
throughout the empire, but all was not well. Arguments and power struggles 
began. Many sects were compromised by what others claimed were the 
tendency to “sell out” to win favor with Roman sensibilities and values. And that 
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was even before Constantine stepped in to domesticate the practice of 
Christianity, turning its precepts to the service of the Empire.  
 
Beginning in the Fourth Century, a series of Church councils were held to 
determine the guidelines defining true Christianity. While much needed to be 
determined, the Councils ended up deteriorating into arguments primarily over 
questions of belief, not practice. One disagreement, the question of how Jesus 
could be both human and divine, might seem esoteric today, but nevertheless 
continues to be a divisive issue between Christians. The Antiochian School 
(tracing its origins to the Gospel of Mark) stressed Jesus' humanity while the 
Alexandrian School (tracing its origins to John's Gospel) stressed Jesus' divinity. 
The historic creeds, then, are the result of compromise after compromise in trying 
to express the inexpressible and incomprehensible in a few simple verses that 
anyone could recite. Simple, yes? Simply disastrous.  
 
Bernard Brandon Scott asks us to notice something that more and more 
contemporary Christians are re-discovering: what’s missing from the creeds? 
“You don’t have to do anything; it’s all about belief. If you look at early 
Christianity prior to Constantine, it’s about praxis—it’s about what you have to 
do. But after Constantine it’s about what you have to believe and as a result you 
can force people to have an ideological program that’s identical but you don’t 
have to do a darn thing, and we have lived with this ever since—and it’s a 
disaster.” 
 
So for centuries, being a Christian has been less about what you do and how you 
live as what you believe. The Church authorities in power at the moment burned 
heretics, witches, and anyone else deemed inconvenient to the defense of their 
particular understanding of who Jesus was and what he meant for the people in 
charge.  
 
This led early on to Christianity being in collusion with empire. Paul was one of 
the first interpreters of what it meant to be Christian. His authentic letters are the 
oldest writings in the New Testament—written decades before the gospels. Paul 
argues, “In Christ there is neither Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor 
female” (Galatians 3:28). In another letter Paul even urges a fellow Christian 
named Philemon to release a slave named Onesimus, for in Paul’s 
understanding slavery is an unacceptable Christian practice.  
 
BUT, the Roman Empire—like many societies before and since—was dependent 
on slavery. So even in the Bible, you have letters written much later, letters 
falsely attributed to Paul, that justify slavery and proclaim: “slaves are 
admonished to obey their masters.” 
 
“Are you suggesting that there’s stuff in the Bible that God doesn’t want in there 
or that doesn’t represent God’s agenda?!?!” You be the judge. Is slavery 
something that the Source of Life thinks is good or bad? Bad? Does the Bible say 
slavery is good or bad? Both? Well, you do the math. There’s enough of a pro-
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slavery slant in the Bible to have compromised Christianity into sanctioning the 
enslavement of hundreds of millions of human beings over the last 2000 years. In 
our own country slavery was only abolished after a bloody Civil War, where both 
sides used the Bible as justification for their beliefs. The aftermath gave rise to a 
group that would claim an ironclad Biblical foundation for its mission: the Ku Klux 
Klan. The KKK and MLK, both passionate about their causes, both laying claim 
to the same Bible and the same Jesus.  
 
Taming Jesus 
 
So, in John the Baptist’s words, is Jesus “the one”? How do you understand 
Jesus?  He’s been understood in so many ways through the ages—what does it 
mean to be a follower of Jesus today?  
 
Part of the problem is that we Christians have a strong tendency to domesticate 
Jesus’ message, making it ever more acceptable to the status quo. We like to 
sidestep Jesus’ radical call for engagement with the world and instead get 
sidetracked with disputes about doctrine. That is, in part, why this series is called 
“Saving Jesus.” Saving Jesus from whom? From us, from the church—and from 
thousands of years of misinterpretation, including the idea that the essence of 
Christianity is about right beliefs.  
 
In Meeting Jesus Again for the First Time, Marcus Borg writes, “The Christian life 
is not primarily about believing the right things or even being good. The Christian 
life is about being in relationship with God which transforms us into more and 
more compassionate beings, ‘into the likeness of Christ.’” Transformed lives. 
Compassionate beings. The Likeness of Christ. Maybe Jesus is worth saving.  
 
 
 
 
Discussion Questions (following each DVD chapter) 

 
Chapter 1 

How does the claim that the historical Jesus was both a human being and 
a Jew sync with your understanding? With the historical evidence?  
 
 
 
 
 
What do the traditional titles used for Jesus have to do with Caesar? 
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How is the use of the title “Lord” (kyrios) ironic?  
 
 
 
 
How is the title “Lord” political? How is it awkward? 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 2 
Describe Harvey Cox’s three periods of Christianity:  
 The Age of Faith 
 
 
 
 The Age of Belief 
 
 
 
 The Age of the Spirit 
 
 
 
Why is it “never to any faith's benefit to become the religion that's favored 
by the ruling elite”? 
 
 
 
 

 
Why is an emphasis on believing the right things a distortion of what Jesus 
was on about? 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 Discuss how Augustine’s theory of “original sin” promoted the Empire’s 
 authority while betraying Jesus’ Jewish roots.   
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Chapter 3 
Flunder suggests that Jesus is “oppressed” by the layers of tradition 
imposed on him and Prejean recommends getting back to the “real” 
traditions practiced by Jesus. Discuss.  
 
 
 
 
 
Meyers and Brock argue that portraying God as a law-giver and an angry 
judge from whom we need to seek atonement are perversions of Jesus’ 
message. What messages do they emphasize instead? 
 
 
 
 
 
How do the multitude of metaphors Aquinas uses for Jesus open up the 
possibilities of who Jesus was? 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4 
What are some of the ways in which the “older, conventional way of 
seeing Christianity” have grown unpersuasive?  
 
 
 
 
 
How does the “tendency to excessive certitude” cripple the spiritual 
enterprise? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
How do “keeping the Sacred at arm’s length” and “reducing Jesus’ life to a 
comma” help people sidestep “Jesus’ radical call for engagement with the 
world”?   
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Additional Questions:  

How has your own understanding of who Jesus is/was changed over the 
years?  
 
 
 
 
Describe a doctrine or other element of traditional Christianity you’ve 
outgrown or given up.  
 
 
 
 
Despite efforts to the contrary, Christianity has always been a fluid 
tradition influenced by its surrounding culture. Where can you see 
elements of post-Theistic thought, Buddhism, Sufism, or other Spiritual 
paths making a positive influence on Christianity today?  

 
 
 
 
Saving Jesus Redux Theme Question:  
What element or learning from this session do you think will be most important in 
“Saving Jesus” in the 21st century? 
 
 


